This paper explores the rise of social networking technology as instances of mediated communities. A dialectic between collectivity and place, resulting in the grounding of a shared sense of the past in a particular place, is at the base of all communities. In this sense community is, by its very definition, inherently 'mediated'. We reformulate the notion of a 'virtual community' to examine the particular modalities of mediation across interactions occurring on Myspace. Data from two separate conversational exchanges are taken from open access Myspace profiles. Drawing on an approach broadly informed by the principles of Discursive Psychology (DP), we examine how identity is constituted within interaction by drawing on symbolic resources. The significance of place and off establishing a delicate relationship between the on-line and off-line accomplishments is underlined. The paper develops the arguments of Benwell & Stokoe (2006) and Dixon & Durrheim (2000) to arrive at an account of 'place identity' as the central dynamic in mediated community.
Introduction
Social networking technology is the generic name used for a range of internet based techniques for communicating online. Two main competitors in a constellation of explosive growth are Myspace and Bebo 1 . Users of these technologies are able to log on through the main Myspace or Bebo portal and build their own personal profile.
These profiles consist of diverse mixtures of biographical information, personal preferences, images, weblogs (blogs) and miscellaneous text. Interaction takes place through leaving messages and images as weblogs in a predefined area of the profile.
In July 2006, Myspace estimated that they had over 87 million users worldwide 2 . To put this in context, the sum total of social networks here rivals the population of most European countries.
The owners of Myspace -currently Rupert Murdoch's News Corporation -are keen to promote the idea that the networks of profiles, blogs and messages which make up the site are a 'community'. Clearly the commercial stakes of establishing this claim are high. The sheer numbers of users on Myspace have made it attractive to both professional marketing companies and aspiring artists (such as songwriters and film makers). All Myspace profiles contain generic information on biographical details such as age, gender, relationship status and so on, which is inputted by the user when the profile is created (there are other options to include more specific details, such as body-type and sexual preference). Marketers can then manipulate these details to make profiles more attractive to other users. However, attention to and tailoring of details is a routine presentational issue for all Myspace users. Profiles are connected through a series of hyperlinks that are attached to an image the user chooses to present (this typically takes the form of a distorted passport style photograph or another novelty image). Users who wish to increase the number of links to their profile need to offer sufficient details in order to a) make their profile 'searchable' by other users and b) provide grounds for other users to initiate interaction on the basis of shared interests. Thus a classic device found on many profiles is to provide exhaustive lists of favourite bands and musicians.
Users of Myspace most certainly attend to self-presentation in their profiles, and as such we can say that identity, defined broadly as the construction and maintenance of a particular version or versions of one's character, interests and values, is an omnipresent concern. But does this mean that we can consider Myspace to be a 'community' in a serious social psychological sense of the term? Internet and media researchers have debated the application of the term community to online interaction for some term. Rheingold (1993) Rheingold's definition is fairly elastic, since it makes size ('enough people') and emotion ('sufficient human feeling') central. By and large researchers have subsequently tended to take their lead from the first term ('size') and have advocated the use of objectivist approaches such as Social Network Analysis to study on-line communities in terms of the overall number and strength of the relationships (see Wellman & Gulia, 1999) . But this approach leaves the second term, the idea that community is something which is felt or experienced rather than 'just there' somewhat unexplored. If online interaction can properly be referred to as a 'community' then we need to explicate what Bakardjieva refers to as 'virtual togetherness ' (2003) .
'Virtual togetherness' is fashioned after Benedict Anderson's (1983) notion of imagined community, which refers to the sense of belonging that members feel even in the absence of regular contact with large groups of fellow members (see Feeberg & Bakardjieva, 2004) . Anderson emphasises that national communities are held together by a shared sense of togetherness, rather than objective features such as national borderlines. There are clear links here to Sarason's classic (1974) work on 'psychological sense of community', which similarly emphasises interconnectedness as a subjective property of social ties. This sense of interconnection is typically bounded by a shared experience of a given geographical location -a common 'place'.
Psychological sense of community has been used as the central concept to explore a range of issues covering participation (Hunter, 1975; Wandersman & Giamartino, 1980) , perceived safety (Doolittle & McDonald, 1978) and an ability to function competently in the community (Glynn, 1981) .
The re-orientation to psychological (or subjectivist) rather than sociological (or objectivist) definition of community is useful in that it allows us to see that Myspace users may feel membership and shared emotional connection without necessarily possessing clearly enumerable 'strong ties' to large numbers of fellow users. But it does introduce another problem, by making 'place' central to community. As is classically said, the internet is not any sort of place at all, in the usual geographical sense of the term. In the case of Myspace this is particularly acute since there is nothing other than sets of interlinked profile pages. 
From virtual to mediated community
We take guidance at this point from Dixon & Durrheim's (2000) development of the concept of 'place identity' (cf. Proshansky et al, 1983 ). Dixon & Durrheim are concerned with explicating the relationship between collectivities and the social spaces they inhabit. They emphasise that identities are discursively formulated -that is, they are sets of claims and self-descriptions which persons adopt (and sometimes dispose of) in the course of everyday interaction. If this is so, then 'place-identity' cannot be equated to a cognitive entity such as a 'sense of belonging', and hence are not strictly 'subjective'. Rather claims that one's identity is grounded in a particular place can instead be treated as symbolic resources that are mobilised in interaction to warrant and ground whatever version of identity is being rendered operant. The concept of place-identity allows us to reformulate 'virtual community' in the following way. A collective that can lay claim to place finds in its relationship to this social space the basis for both a sense of its own collective history, and the grounds for a series of identities. Although these identities may be 'naturalised' -i.e. seen to simply emerge from place itself -they are formed and maintained discursively through routine interaction and through the use of mediating symbolic resources (see Billig 1991 on the daily practice of swearing allegiance to the flag in classroom in the USA). We will use the term 'community' to refer any group which is able to maintain itself in this way. However, certain kinds of communities find themselves quite literally 'displaced' -for example, living geographically apart as a diaspora (see Anderson, 1983) . In such cases the dialectic of collective with place becomes further mediated by other symbols. For example, Edward Said's (1989) study of the Palestinian diaspora points to the importance of domestic objects and mementos as markers of the 'lost land'. Finally, there may be communities whose members have never had any form of geographical connection, and who have the additional task of then defining the 'place' on which their collectivity is forged -such as the 'virtual' place of website or discussion list -and through which place identity will be grounded Our argument is that all communities, defined in this way, are 'mediated'. That is they correspond to the following -a) a dialectic of place and collective; b) the mobilisation of symbolic resources; c) the maintenance of a collective history and d) the underwriting of personal identity in place identity. What is crucial is the relative degree of mediation involved in a given community. Virtual communities are not then opposed to other kinds of community in some way, but instead differ in terms of the complexity of the mediation involved and the modalities through which this occurs. We can then study virtual communities as particular instances of mediated communities. This means asking how existing symbolic and discursive resources are deployed by the community to define and create shared sense of belonging with respect to a real or imagined social space. The social space in question may be some geographical place about which the community members have some shared history. It may alternatively be a 'space' that is worked up entirely interactionally, or, perhaps more commonly, some mixture of the two. Interestingly a great many interactions between users of Myspace and related sites fall into this category. Users tend to have some knowledge of those others with whom they interact most both online and offline, with the result that the claims they wish to make about geographical place and its relationship to the community (e.g. in the self-descriptions they have featured on their profile) can be called to account. We may also examine how territorial claims to social space (whether virtual or not) constitute place identities which underwrite personal identities, and how these identities are deployed as warrants for action and expressions of emotion. In what follows we will do this by making a close qualitative analysis of two exchanged occurring on Myspace.
Method
The data in this study was obtained from two open access profiles from Myspace.
The Myspace data was taken from a search under the following settings, age (between 18 and 35, this is the default setting), gender (men and women), location in UK ( The data was read repeatedly to identify emerging themes in the exchange between the participants. The analysis was broadly informed by principles of Discursive Psychology (DP) (see Edwards & Potter, 1992; Middleton & Edwards, 1990; Potter & Wetherell, 1987) . This is a broad approach resting on ethnomethodological principles, and using in the main the methods typically associated with discourse analysis (see Gilbert & Mulkay, 1984) , and some of the principles developed from conversation analysis (Sacks, 1992) and membership categorisation analysis (Sacks, 1992) .
Discursive psychology conceptualises language use as more than the exchange of information, being instead the performance of social action.
Following DP principles, we treated identity as the always provisional outcome of unfolding interaction. Identity is then constructed through the sets of self-descriptions, formulations and category-use which each participant sequentially deploys during the course of interaction. We paid particular attention to the way categories and descriptions indexed to 'place' were deployed by participants, and how these served as resources for the making of identity-relevant claims. Following Benwell & Stokoe (2006) , we examined references to place as deictic markers, but, as we will show, we see these markers as instances of a mediated community recruiting 'place' as a symbolic resource to maintain and affirm current relationships.
Analysis
The analysis will focus on two of the themes that were evident in the conversation: (1) Grounding online exchanges in a shared experience of place (2) Negotiating relational identities. The extracts will not be analysed in a strict sequential order so that different 7 segments of the speech can be used to identify themes. The first extract we want to discuss is taken from a conversation between John and Rebecca. It demonstrates how past experience of a particular place is discursively mobilised in order to ground and authenticate present constructions of identity. From this first turn, it is apparent that John is acknowledging and making relevant the geographical separation between himself and Rebecca. Significantly this is followed by 'been in the computer labs 4 hours' (line 3). This statement is more specific and implies that both parties have some prior experience of 'the computer labs'. There is an interesting contrast between the two relatively different geographical formulations which are invoked to the same purpose -the comparatively large scale 'Kent' to the small, specific 'computer labs'. By using the relatively flexible formulation 'Kent', John is offering Rebecca a fairly wide latitude of possible responses (i.e. there are a great many activities that might be reasonably represented as bound by 'Kent'). But the use of phrase 'the computer labs' is far more specific and carries with it the suggestion of a far narrower set of activities. Moreover, the immediate tag of a justification ('coz de vin-thingy sold out') constructs a shared awareness and
experience of just what it means to be in 'the computer labs' (i.e. 'bored bored very bored'). Doreen Massey recognises this phenomenon as using the experience of place as a 'product of interaction ' (1998:122) . That is, rather than see 'place' as simply reducible to some geographical location, place is here represented as shaped by and in some sense the outcome of a prior set of interactions. John is then appealing to this
shared sense of what has previously occurred in 'the computer labs' as a way of instigating conversation with Rebecca. The shared knowledge of place then provides for a possible interactional opening in the present, despite lack of immediate physical proximity. But this opening does not seem, by itself, to secure adequate grounds for interaction, since John goes on to mobilise another category -'u crazy hardcore party animal' (line 3). This is what is usually referred to as a Membership Category Device (MCD) (Sacks, 1992) . It is a category which comes ready-packaged with a clear set of putative behavioural ascriptions (for example, a 'hardcore party animal' might be expected to engage in binge-drinking, excessive socialising etc). The invocation of this MCD might be doing various forms of work. For example, it might serve as a bridge to the earlier appeal to shared experience. If Rebecca is a 'hard core party animal', then their shared experience might serve to jointly locate John in the same category (John appears to be pushing towards this in his claim to be needing 'some whisky or somethink'), which would in turn resolve the dilemma of why John feels it noteworthy to report his 'bored bored very bored' state.
The difficulty with using MCD's in this manner is that it relies on the individuals to whom the MCD is proposed to accede to this discursively formulated common view 
Theme 2. Negotiating Relational Identities
In extract one, Rebecca produced three turns in the exchange without a reply, and we noted the delicacy involved in managing this as an issue. As conversation analysis demonstrates, when we ask a question, we expect an answer ('adjacency pairs').
Extract 2 shows what happens when this perceived duality of the relationship is not reciprocated and the strategies that participants use to manage their accountability in the case of non-response (cf. invocation of 'flat' in extract one). In this extract Henry and Cheryl are discussing a package that Henry has recently posted to Cheryl.
Extract 2.
another example of Cheryl mirroring Henry's language, and demonstrates her acceptance of his term of address and subsequent questioning of it in line 29/30.
As extract 2 continues Henry peppers his posting with formulations which appear designed to convey a sense of emotional depth and complexity, as provided for by statements such as, 'its difficult to be sad when you really aren't'(line 54). One possible reason for this construction of a 'sensitive' identity is the management of a pressing interpersonal concern, 'did you get the parcel?'(line 70). The discourse is organised to disguise the interpersonal concern of the parcel, whilst maintaining a displayed identity of the relationship with Cheryl and the known social relationships between Henry and Cheryl. We may observe here that the negotiation of personal concerns is conducted subtly through the discourse, while continually attending to the displayed identity the discourse is promoting to other members. This means that to have clarified one's position in a mediated community is not enough to determine an ability to avoid accountability for a range of issues. To that end the ongoing negotiation of personal interaction is cautiously constructed in a wider 'social' sense of online exchanges.
As we noted in extract one with Rebecca's three turns, in the absence of a reply, tricky interactional work has to be done. In extract 2, there are three sets of messages from Henry that do not immediately elicit a response. Henry has also not received confirmation that his parcel has arrived. The first (lines [37] [38] [39] [40] [41] [42] [43] The problem Henry faces is how online exchanges keeps offline relationships inherently locked in a transitional stage of constant negotiation. This is due, we would argue, to a reluctance to expose personal issues as such in front of a wider audience.
It is now interesting to consider Cheryl's reply, which attempts to answer the questions posed to her with the formulation "haha those comments were hilarious" (line 78). Cheryl continues, 'I got your package on Wednesday. It made me smile a lot. thanks.' (line 79). She also accounts for her lack of a response in the meantime, 'I'm in the middle of writing you back and trying to think of things to send you. My mind is a bit blank at the mo so it may take some time.'(line 80). The term 'a bit blank' serves two important discursive functions: Firstly, it acts a 'softener' for the apparent lack of an accountably accurate description (see Edwards, 2000) and secondly, it deploys a set of mental terms related to memory (see Locke & Edwards, 2003) which serve to render action as non-intentional. For example, in terms of writing her reply she explains the delay as her mind is " a bit blank" (line 82), but a few moments later Cheryl remarks on a film they have both mentioned as, " I remember you said you saw it" (line 83 Extract 2 shows how the subtle organisation of the discourse surrounding personal issues seems to rely on the negotiation of the relationship between online and offline.
Finding a sense of 'locatedness' in the fluid social landscape of online exchanges requires constant interactional work to be done on the particular past experience and the contextual situation in which it arises. In mediated communities, the attempt to represent the past experiences of many people into a variety of social situations is an omnipresent concern. This diversity is represented in the discourse as the ability to achieve personal goals while considering the displayed identity to a wider audience.
Concluding Comments
In Life on the Screen, Sherry Turkle ( and 'virtual communities' beginning to settle somewhat, we can reformulate Turkle's position. All communities are faced with the task of constructing a relationship to place, which effectively mediates the social relations of community members. In this sense mediation -whether electronic or not -is a structural feature of both off-line and on-line communities (Brown et al, 2001) . The question is then around the modalities through which mediation is conducted, and how this resources identity.
In this paper we have focused on communities which tend towards what we might call the 'immaterial' pole of mediation. That is, a considerable part of their interaction happens through electronic means. We have tried to show, by drawing on the work of
Benwell & Stokoe and Dixon & Durrheim and by using two detailed examples, how 'virtual communities' of this sort are nevertheless still bound by a shared sense of place and by identity categories that are indexed to place (i.e. place-identities). We have demonstrated some of the complex interactional means by and through which place identities are mobilised, and how place serves as a symbolic resource for managing current social relations. In particular we have shown how a shared sense of the past is critical to establishing certain kinds of identity-relevant claims, and how the off-line and the on-line can be delicately interwoven.
But already the nature of such virtual communities is changing. For example, a recent development in social networking technology known as Facebook 3 requires users to have a predefined offline social network, such as, college, work or school. Here RL 'place' seems to loom very large over the mediated network. Indeed we might go so far as to say that having a presence on Facebook serves as a symbolic resource for ordinary face-to-face interaction, rather than the other way round. Such communities may then represent a pull back towards the other direction of the mediation-place continuum. Whether or not this is the case it is at least indication that currently emerging forms of mediated community have complex and nuanced relationships to online and offline modalities of communication simultaneously.
